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Abstract
Extensive research has been conducted on the sibling relationship and the complex
dynamics that make them up. However, little research has been done on adult siblings and how
their relationship with their siblings has changed over the course of their lives. Thus, the purpose
of this study is to describe the experiences of youngest siblings, specifically college-aged
siblings, and how their relationship with their older siblings has changed over time. I interviewed
six college students between the ages of 19-20 and each participant had at least two older
siblings. Overall results indicated that age of the siblings have an impact on sibling closeness and
on how the youngest sibling is treated by their older siblings. The research also indicated that
youngest siblings valued support from their older siblings and that each participant believed the
sibling relationship to be unique and important.
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The Complex Relationship Between College-Aged Youngest Siblings and Their Older Siblings
The sibling relationship within a biological family is unique and interesting for a variety
of reasons, which is why it attracts so much attention within research. Siblings do not choose
each other nor do they choose how well or how badly they get along with each other. They also
do not choose the roles and responsibilities imposed upon them by birth order and family
expectations, and can either choose to embrace these roles and responsibilities or they can reject
them and forge their own patterns and roles within the family. Each sibling also has a separate
personality, usually different from their other siblings, and yet they are compelled to spend
extended periods of time together within the family setting; according to NursingSchools.net
(2011), siblings often spend more time with each other than with their friends, parents, or
teachers, and even more than the time that they spend alone. And yet, whether they consider
themselves close or not and whether they get along or not, siblings often cite a deep love and
care for each other. Thus, research on the dynamic relationship between siblings and varying
communication and interaction between them has become increasingly commonplace as
researchers seek to understand more about these unique relationships. The purpose of this
phenomenological study is to describe the changing experiences within youngest siblings’ lives
as they, and their older siblings, have grown older and continue to grow older, using the lived
experiences of college-aged students at a private, Western university. First, the paper will review
relevant literature on the topic of sibling relationships, focusing on the effect of birth order,
sibling interaction and experience, and sibling communication. The paper will then discuss the
methods used to conduct the research, then will move into the analysis section, focusing on the
analysis of interviews. Finally, the analysis will be used to discuss the implications of the
research and the possible limitations and directions for future study, before wrapping up in an
overall conclusion.
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Literature Review
Sibling relationships are very unique and extraordinarily complex, and as such,
researchers have studied a variety of family structures to gain insight into the complicated
relationships that define siblings.
The Effect of Birth Order on Siblings
Several authors found that birth order has an influence on children’s personality and
treatment by parents (Healey & Ellis, 2007; Pinel-Jacquemin & Gaudron, 2013; Rhode et al.,
2003; Suitor & Pillemer, 2007). In a study on conscientiousness and birth order, Healey and Ellis
(2007) found that first born children tended to be more conscientiousness and be more
responsible or intellectually achieving than their younger siblings. In another study on the effects
of birth order, specifically on parental favoritism, closeness to family members, and child
rebellion, Rhode et al., (2003) predicted that, in families with two children, the lastborn child
tended to be the rebellious of the two children. But contrary to what they predicted, in families
with three children, middle children tended to be just as rebellious as the youngest child in the
family (Rhode et al., 2003). They also found perceived parental favoritism was not the lowest for
middle children and that youngest siblings were actually considered to be the parents’ favorite
child. The authors also found that in families with two children, the oldest child felt closer to
their parents than the youngest child, while in families with three or more children, middle
children were more likely to feel closer to a sibling and less likely to feel closest to a parent
whereas both the oldest and youngest sibling most often named parents rather than siblings. In
further research on how siblings perceive and interact within family dynamics, Pinel-Jacquemin
and Gaudron (2013) found that the mother’s bond with the youngest child is more independent
of the rest of the family, meaning that the mother doesn’t need another person, like the father, to
reinforce the relationship with the youngest child like she may with her other children. Their
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research also found that the siblings were aware of and sensitive to the other siblings’ attachment
to the parents. Furthermore, another pair of researchers, Suitor and Pillemer (2007) discussed
how birth order influences mothers’ favoritism in later life, and their research found that birth
order played a role in how emotionally close a mother and her children were. When asked who
they were most emotionally close with, mothers were more likely to choose their youngest child,
rather than their oldest or middle child, and mothers more often chose their oldest child as
sources of support in a crisis than their later born children. Furthermore, the authors found that
middle born children were far more unlikely to be chosen by their mothers for any type of
support, especially considering that the number of middle-born children in the study was much
larger than the number of the youngest and oldest children, which suggests that middle children
are at a disadvantage in mothers’ favoritism compared to their other siblings.
Sibling Interaction and Experiences
Research on sibling interaction and experiences has also found that siblings interact in a
variety of different ways (McIntosh & Punch, 2009; Milevsky, 2005). In research concentrating
on interaction and the forms of exchange between siblings, specifically in terms of bartering,
deals, bribes, and threats, McIntosh and Punch (2009) found that birth order and age were key to
how children interacted. They discussed how children understood the stereotypical expectations,
roles, and power hierarchies that coincided with birth order. But the authors also found that,
although these power hierarchies existed within birth order, children recognized and
demonstrated that the roles and power of birth order positions were not fixed positions but that
they could be changed and negotiated within their own families, and only sometimes did children
accept their sibling position and choose not to resist it. These authors also added that, although
birth order and age were more significant in shaping interactions between children of the
opposite sex, this does not mean that gender isn’t significant in sibling interactions, only that that
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it is less significant than birth order and age in sibling interaction. Milevsky (2005) added to this
discussion with his research on siblings’ support as the siblings reach adulthood, which found
that sibling support often compensates for low levels of support from other relationships. He
found that it especially compensates for low support of mothers, fathers, and friends, although
research found that siblings compensated for low friend support more than for low support from
their mother or father. His research offered a suggestion for this, proposing that when children
are young, friendships are incredibly prominent and sibling support does not have to compensate
for lack of support from friends. However, when transitioning into adulthood, friendships often
become less important and siblings increasingly compensate for that lack of support from
friends. His research also found that children that received high support from their siblings had
lower levels of loneliness and depression and much higher levels of self-esteem and life
satisfaction, compared to young adults with low levels of sibling support.
Communication Between Siblings
Finally, additional research focused on the communication between siblings (Aksan et al.,
2013; McIntosh & Punch, 2009; Myers & Bryant, 2008; Myers et al., 2011). In a study on the
communicative functions of emotions in sibling relationships conducted by Aksan et al (2013),
research found that, although children often have conversations that could be considered random
by people outside of the context of the sibling relationship, these conversations often hold
important communication chains of only non-affective verbal-behavioral content and a majority
of those chains involved some sort of regulation of interpersonal conflict. Additionally, the
authors found that both neutral and negative affective tones are important in determining the
potential for shared conflict in sibling relationships but the authors also found that discrete
affective tones complicated the dynamics of conflict between siblings. McIntosh and Punch
(2009) also focused on strategic interaction among siblings, citing that siblings’ use of strategic
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interaction is calculated and within their own self-interest. Siblings understood strategic
interaction to be one of exchange, similarity and fairness between their brothers and sisters,
meaning that siblings treat each other fairly within the realm of interaction. In an additional study
on how adult siblings use affectionate communication as a strategic or relational maintenance
behavior, Myers et al. (2011) found that adult siblings were found to use all three affectionate
behaviors measured, which were verbal statements, nonverbal gestures, and social support
behaviors, as strategic relational maintenance behaviors rather than routine relational
maintenance behaviors. The authors first discussed how using strategic rather than routine
relational support behaviors can help lessen any doubt that the siblings may experience about
their relationship, especially now that they are adults and no longer live with each other and may
not live near each other. They also discussed a second explanation, arguing that siblings use
strategic affectionate communication more often because they want to maintain their relationship
with their siblings, even though they no longer see each other often. Myers and Bryant (2008),
focusing on the verbally aggressive messages used by emerging adult siblings, found that these
messages differ in their perceived hurtfulness, intensity and intent. According to the authors, the
seven verbally aggressive messages found in the study reflect how complex the sibling
relationship is because the relationships between siblings are forced and often very competitive.
From this study, they found two sets of results. The first is that emerging adult siblings use seven
different verbally aggressive messages, including name calling, insults, withdrawal, physical acts
or threats, repudiating the relationship, unfair comparison and negative affect. The second result
describes how emerging adult siblings do not consider these verbally aggressive messages to
differ in their perceived hurtfulness, intensity, and intent.
The first major critique of the literature is the lack of qualitative data on sibling
relationships. Most of the research collected has been primarily quantitative data, focusing solely
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on aspects of the sibling relationship that can be analyzed through a survey. Only two articles
used interviews and focus groups. Further research should be done using qualitative research to
gain insight into the sibling relationship that cannot be captured using surveys or questionnaires.
Additional limitations include: the lack of backgrounds and ethnic identities included in the
study (Healey & Ellis, 2007; Milevsky, 2005; Myers et al., 2011), the focus on only full families
and the lack of research on sibling relationships within established stepfamilies (McIntosh &
Punch, 2009), the inability to measure trait levels of affection expression and how the order of
instrument use (strategic and routine) could have effected the results (Myers et al., 2011), the
inability to measure trait levels of verbal aggressiveness with both siblings involved and the
inability to measure the frequency with which the seven verbally aggressive messages were used
(Myers & Bryant, 2008), the specific sizes of the families used in the research (McIntosh &
Punch, 2009; Pinel-Jacquemin & Gaudron, 2013), and lack of depth due to use of quantitative
research rather than qualitative research (Rhode et al., 2003). Another article discussed how,
although research shows how emotion affects communication and interaction between siblings, it
is difficult to discern whether the patterns observed in the study are based on individual
difference or the history of the relationship between siblings (Aksan et al., 2013). Several articles
could have been limited based on the location of the study because there may be regional
differences in sibling interaction (Healey & Ellis, 2007; McIntosh & Punch, 2009; Milevsky,
2005; Myers & Bryant, 2008; Myers et al., 2011; Pinel-Jacquemin & Gaudron, 2013; Suitor &
Pillemer, 2007).
As an oldest sibling in college with three younger siblings, I understand and am aware of
the roles and responsibilities that surround being the oldest sibling, but I lack any understanding
of what it is like to be the youngest sibling and how they experience their life differently. I
wanted to understand more about what the youngest sibling experienced, how their relationship
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with their siblings has changed over time, and how they described their relationship with their
siblings. Considering these limitations in the literature and my positionality as an oldest sibling, I
plan to conduct a qualitative research study using the following research question: How has the
sibling relationship, between the youngest child and their older siblings, changed and how is it
continuing to change for all the siblings as they transition into different periods of their lives?
Method
This research study uses qualitative data collection in order to gain comprehensive
information about the experiences of youngest college-aged siblings and how their relationship
with their older siblings has changed as they, and their siblings, have gotten older. According to
Denzin (2010), the researcher has a specific goal in mind when he or she uses qualitative
research. He writes:
To make the invisible more visible to others is, after all, a major goal of the
interpreter. This means that we want to capture the stories of everyday persons as
they tell about the pains, the agonies, the emotional experiences, the small and
large victories, the traumas, the fears, the anxieties, the dreams, the fantasizes, and
the hopes in their lives. We want to make those stories available to others. Our
voice must speak to the terrible and magnificent world of human experience. (p.
32)
Specifically, I utilized a primarily phenomenological approach, which, according to Creswell
(2013) allows the researcher to describe and understand the experiences of a phenomenon that is
shared between a group of people. He writes that the purpose of the phenomenological approach
is to reduce the experiences of the participants to a description of a universal essence of that
experience or phenomenon.
Data Collection
Participants. Most participants were recruited from a small, private university on the
West Coast, although one participant was found using a convenience sample, and attends a
public university in the South. Participants were recruited using purposeful sampling, meaning
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that participants were sought out based on if they were the youngest child in their family and if
they had at least two siblings in their family. The participants represented several ethnic groups,
including: three Caucasian, one German-American, and two Mexican-American. They were also
all between 19-20 years old, in their sophomore year of college, and are studying different
majors at their respective universities.
Procedures. For this study, I conducted individual interviews with 6 college students.
Five of these interviews were conduct in-person, while one interview was conducted over Skype,
a video-chatting program. Each of these in-person interviews was conducted in neutral locations,
which included study rooms in several different buildings on the university campus. The Skype
interview was conducted when I was alone in my university dorm room, while she was alone in
her apartment. Each interview lasted at least a half hour; the longest interview was 41 minutes
long, and the shortest interview was 32 minutes long, totaling to approximately 3.5 hours of
interview data. Each of these interviews resulted in a total of 67 pages of transcriptions. While
conducting the interview, I used a semi-structured interview guide, which allowed for follow-up
questions to participant responses within the interview context. I also followed the appropriate
procedures for informed consent by explaining my research and intent and maintaining
confidentiality, meaning that all names used are pseudonyms, not only for the participants, but
also to maintain confidentiality for their siblings.
Data Analysis
The interview transcription data was analyzed using open coding and through the
constant comparison method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The analysis of the interviews resulted in
three overarching themes, including: age and its impact on the sibling relationship, including
sub-themes of closeness and treatment by siblings, the importance of support from older siblings
on the sibling relationship, and perceptions of the uniqueness of the sibling relationship.
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Analysis
Effect of Age on the Sibling Relationship
The first theme found that affected the participant’s experience as a youngest sibling was
the effect of age. Age was determined to have a tremendous impact on the sibling relationship in
a variety of ways. The largest impact that age had on the sibling relationship was in regard to
sibling closeness and how their siblings, who were so much older, treated youngest siblings. Age
not only means the age gap between the siblings, but also the aging process and how the sibling
relationship changed as the siblings got older and moved into different stages of their lives.
Sibling closeness. Sibling closeness is very much defined not only by the ages of the
siblings in a particular period of time, but also by the age gap between the siblings. Amanda,
who has two older sisters and two older brothers that are eight, ten, twelve, and fourteen years
older than her, expressed a difference in closeness and relationship with her siblings because of
the extreme age gap. She said:
Because I have such a big gap that it’s kind of like I see my older siblings as sort
of, like, parental figures, except, you know, closer relationship cause you don’t
talk to your parents about, like, boy issues and stuff, like you’ll go to, you know,
whatever, whoever, like, your role model, right, like someone that you would see
older than you, wiser, and I have four of them, you know, and I can just go to
them for anything. But then other people that have siblings, they’re closer in age
to them, or maybe they’ll have someone that’s older but they won’t be that close
with them.
Because of the age gap between her and her siblings, Amanda does not feel like she and her
siblings have a traditional relationship and, thus, a regular level of closeness with her siblings.
Many siblings will say that they are best friends or that they get along or even that they are not
very close with each other, but Amanda feels like the closeness between her and her siblings is
more of a parental type closeness, although closer than someone would be with their parents. She
said she has a very different relationship with her siblings than many other people have,
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especially people who are closer in age with their siblings.
Nadine, who has an older sister who is twenty one and an older brother who is thirty-one,
said that she has a closer relationship with her older sister than with her older brother and when
asked to explain why that might be, she strongly asserted “because of the age gap.” She added
onto this statement by explaining why she is closer to her sister than to her brother and how this
closeness has changed over time. She said:
With my brother because when we were younger, he was just an older brother and
it didn’t matter how old he was but he was, like, twenty when we were not even
ten yet… He was just a big brother and it didn’t really matter how old he was
cause he just was. And then when we started getting older and started moving into
different stages of our life, his age was a huge disparity between us… I think that
made our relationship, like when we were younger, it made us really close, cause
he was, sort of, this extra figure in our life. But I think now it’s sorta, it’s harder to
have that same relationship that I do with my sister cause he’s just at a completely
different stage in his life… I feel bad that I don’t have the same exact relationship
with my brother that I do with sister, but I think it’s just something that was sort
of, out of my control in terms of, like, how old he was, where he was living and
circumstances of life so I don’t feel bad about it.
Nadine expresses how she feels an extreme disparity between her closeness with her sister and
her closeness with her brother, which she attributes to the extreme age gap between her and her
older brother. She also explains how she felt that she closer with her brother when she was
younger, but as she grew up, that changed. She explained that she and her brother felt the age
gap more strongly in their relationship, and that further divided their closeness and their
relationship and, over time, that distance between them has grown even farther as they have
moved into different stages of their lives.
Conversely, not all siblings experience a loss in closeness as they grow older; some
siblings actually experience a greater closeness with their siblings as they grow up. Jennifer, who
has four older siblings, aged thirty-three, thirty-one, thirty, and twenty-seven, says that, although
her relationship with her siblings has always had a somewhat close relationship, they have gotten
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closer as they grew older and more mature. When asked about whether she was closer to her
siblings now than in the past, she explained:
I feel like as I got older and more mature, it definitely improved and I think also, I
don’t, with my brother when I was younger, we just played games, like, we were
the jokesters, we just played. But- and I don’t really remember talking to him
about anything or having conversations with him until high school, when I started
reading more intellectual books and starting to get into deeper things, we had
more and more conversations so I feel like as I grew older my relationship with
him definitely got stronger… I feel like it would be different if I was, like, two or
three years younger, but since it’s such a big difference, like, maturity level helps
a lot with getting closer with them.
Jennifer believes that things have improved with her older siblings over time. She uses her
brother as an example, saying that her closeness with her brother has changed from “play[ing]
games and being “jokesters” when they both were younger to having more serious conversations
and having a stronger relationship as she got older. She believes that the transition from her prior
level of closeness with her brother to her current level of closeness with her brother was created,
in a large part, by her higher maturity level now that she is older. Jennifer also argues that her
closeness would even be different if she was a few years younger than she is right now.
However, Mackenzie, who has an older brother and sister, feels differently about her
level of closeness with her older brother and how it has changed than the other participants.
Although she believes that her closeness with her sister has decreased within the last year
because of a large fight that they had, Mackenzie thinks that her closeness with her brother has
stayed the same as they have gotten older. She explained:
I think it’s just stayed the same cause, I mean, we’re close but it hasn’t grown and
it hasn’t not grown at all, you know, it hasn’t decreased. Like we’re still the same
amount of close that we were, always… I don’t think there was any- there, there
hasn’t been any issues between us, like it’s always been pretty solid ever since I
was born… And so I think it’s just, we have just a solid relationship together so
it’s not like we ever fight and we don’t anything, we just get along really well. So
I don’t think it’s ever gonna go away. I think it’ll just get better.
Mackenzie feels differently than the other participants because she doesn’t believe that her
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relationship with her brother has changed as she and her brother have gotten older. She says that
because they have a solid relationship, they haven’t needed to get closer and they haven’t gotten
less close because they do have such a solid relationship. However, she does say that, if
anything, her closeness with her brother will get better in the future, but currently, it is the same
level of closeness that she has always experienced with him.
Treatment by older siblings. Older siblings often treat their younger siblings differently
at different points in their life, especially as the youngest sibling grows older and matures and
changes. However, when asked whether or not her siblings treat her differently now than they
used to when she was younger, Amanda disagreed. She said, “They treat me the same. They treat
me as a little sister. I’m always gonna be the little sister.” Even though Amanda is now twenty
years old, her siblings still see her as the little kid that she was when they were teenagers, and
she thinks that she will always be the “little sister” and will always be treated the same, even as
she gets older.
However, most participants did not feel this way. Many believed that their older siblings
treated them differently now that they are older and more grown up. Bethany says that her three
older brothers now treat her “like an adult.” When asked whether her siblings treat her differently
than they used to, she answered:
It’s a lot different now. They don’t treat me like a little girl anymore, which is
kinda nice, cause it used to be them three and then I was just their little annoying
sister who wasn’t allowed to participate in anything and I was all young and
innocent… [They treat me] like an adult. Like they include me in stuff.
Bethany says that the way her brothers treat her is a lot different now than it was when she was
younger. She always talked about how her brothers never included her in things and would
always spend time with each other, leaving her out, not only because she was so much younger,
but because she was the only girl with three older brothers. But she says that they no longer treat
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her like a “little girl” that they used to and that they have begun treating her more “like an adult”
and including her in more things that they do now that she is older.
Support From Older Siblings
Each of my participants expressed not only that their older siblings were supportive of
them now and when they were growing up, but that they found that support is an important part
of their relationship with their older siblings. Amanda said that support from her four older
siblings is important to her because she wants them to “be proud” of her. She said that her
support from her older siblings was important to her because:
I look up to them and I want them to be proud of me. Cause like I said, they’re,
they’re like my parents, you know in a weird way. Cause, they’re, they’re, there’s
so, there’s this huge age gap that I look up to them as role models and, who
wouldn’t want to have their role models be proud of you? It’s, your, it’s like with
your parents, like you want to be, you want to make your parents proud. Same
with my siblings.
Amanda feels that support from her siblings is important to her because she knows that when
they show their support, it means they are proud of her, and she wants them to be proud of her.
Her desire to make her siblings proud is even stronger because she has such a unique dynamic
with her siblings because she sees her siblings more like her parents than her brothers and sisters.
Bethany also agrees that support from her older brothers is incredibly important to her.
She explained:
I think that without my siblings, at least, especially growing up they’ve impacted
my life a lot and I might not have realized it until I was older but I don’t know…
it’s almost like expected that we know what’s going on in each other’s life and
we’re interested and if something good happens, we’ll congratulate them or, you
know, it’s just kind of expected. So I feel like if we weren’t supportive it would
be a lot different of a family dynamic.
Bethany believes that, not only is sibling support important, but that is a crucial part of the
sibling relationship. She believes that support from her siblings is so important that it has had a
strong impact on her life but it is also something that siblings are expected to show. She further
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explains that, if her siblings were not supportive of each other, that the entire dynamic with her
siblings would be different if they did not support each other, further exemplifying how
important support is for siblings.
When asked whether support from her older siblings was important to her, Jennifer, who
has four older siblings, responded, “They would, yeah, they’d always be there… I don’t know
what I would do without them. I would be, like, a lost cause.” Then when she was asked if it was
natural for older siblings to want to support their younger siblings, she agreed because: “From, at
least my experience, I think it’s natural for them to want to be apart of their younger siblings
lives.” From Jennifer’s perspective, sibling support was a natural part of her life and something
that she considered to be a crucial part of her life and something that was always present for her
when she needed it. According to her experiences, support from her older siblings is such a huge
part of her life and it has been so impactful that she could not imagine the support not existing.
Uniqueness of the Sibling Relationship
Each participant expressed some idea of how the sibling relationship is unique. Although
many of the perceptions of uniqueness were very different for the participants, overall each
participant believed that the sibling relationship was a unique and important relationship.
Bethany, a youngest sibling with three older brothers, said that that her relationship with her
siblings is unique because she always knows that they are there for her. She expressed that:
There’s not very many people I can go super long without talking to and then go
home and all of a sudden we’re super close…I know they’re, I know they’re
always gonna be there for me and that that’s not necessarily true with, you know,
relationships or friendships… I know for 100% sure that, like, obviously my
brothers are always gonna be related to me and they’re always gonna love me no
matter what. It’s just like a sibling thing, no matter what you do, you’re gonna
love each other.
Bethany understands the uniqueness of her relationship with her brothers in terms of always
knowing that they will be there for her, which she says is different from other types of

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN YOUNGEST AND OLDEST SIBLINGS

17

relationships. The sibling relationship is important to her because her brothers will never stop
loving her and will always be related to her and will always have an investment and find
importance in their relationship with each other.
Similarly, Addison, who has an older brother and sister, said that the sibling relationship
is unique because siblings can always be truthful with each other. She said:
We can say whatever we want to each other, we can stay truthful and tell one
another the harsh truth sometimes, I guess, whereas if you’re in a relationship
with someone, they can’t tell you you look fat in that, you know, or with your
friends, even if you get in a fight, there’s less reason to stay friends, but with
siblings, you can, you can fight with them, but in the end, you’re still siblings and
you still love each other just as much. So I definitely think it’s unique and very
important to keep good relationships with your siblings and to stay close with
them.
Addison believes that the sibling relationship is unique and important, but for a different reason
than Bethany. She finds that the relationship is unique because of the truthfulness of siblings.
She compares siblings to other types of relationships where, in those relationships, people can be
less truthful, but with siblings, they can be as truthful as they want because “you’re still siblings
and you love each other just as much.”
Nadine, who has an older brother and sister, expressed a different facet of uniqueness for
the sibling relationship. When asked if she thinks the sibling relationship is a unique relationship,
Nadine responded:
I think what’s weird about them… is you’re sort of, not a forced relationship, but,
with friends, you choose them and they’re usually like-minded in some way or
you have similar interests, but with siblings it’s sort of, you don’t necessarily, if
you wouldn’t choose them as a friend, but you have to have this loving
relationship. I think, my- I love my sister to death and I, every little thing about
her that maybe someone who was just a friend would be, like “wow, she’s hard to
handle or she takes forever to make a decision” or something like that, I just
understand about her and I, I love about her, but if she was a, just another girl in
my high school, I don’t think that we would even be friends, which is so weird
cause I have this great relationship with her and then my brother, it’s sort of that
same thing, like… He’s so much older, he’s so much different, even if he was my
age, I don’t know that we would be friends.
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Nadine states that the sibling relationship is unique because she said that she wouldn’t
necessarily be friends with her siblings if they were not actually her siblings. She expresses that
because siblings have a unique relationship because although are “not forced” to be friends,
because many siblings do not get along, but that siblings are not able to choose each other like
they are in other relationships. This is interesting because, as Nadine said, if she were not related
to her sister and brother, she probably would not have even been friends with them and but
because they are siblings, she has this close relationship with someone that may never have
existed had they not been born siblings.
Discussion
The sibling relationship is a complex relationship that continues to change over time. It is
not a static relationship, but one that will constantly develop and transform over the course of a
person’s life. The research reflected that every participant believed that their relationship with
their siblings changed over time. Most of the participants attributed this to age and how both they
and their siblings grew up and changed, which in turn affected their relationship, which
especially affected their levels of closeness with their siblings. However, although the
participants felt closer with their siblings now that they were older than they did when they were
younger, some felt that they could never have as close of a relationship with their siblings as they
desired because of the age gap between them. However, regardless of differences in closeness
because of age, all of the participants believed that age was a defining factor of their relationship,
including how their older siblings treated them and how close they were to their older siblings.
Furthermore, even though the sibling relationship will inevitably change over time, the
relationship that a person has with his or her siblings can become closer or less over the course of
his or her life and just because someone felt close with their siblings when they was younger

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN YOUNGEST AND OLDEST SIBLINGS

19

does not mean necessarily mean that they will maintain that closeness as they get older. It is also
a likely possibly that they could become less close with their siblings as they grow older or that
their relationship could remain unchanged. Additionally, the research also showed that closeness
often changed, not as whole amongst every sibling within a family, but with one or two
individuals within the family. For example, Mackenzie’s closeness with her brother remained
unchanged, but close, she got older, but she shared how her closeness with her sister has
decreased recently due to personal issues. Also, people with multiple older siblings like Amanda
and Jennifer often find that, although they consider themselves to be close with all of their
siblings, they find that they are more close to one or two individual siblings within the whole of
their family.
Yet the research was inconclusive as to why some siblings who were close in the past
become more distant over time, why some siblings who were close in the past become closer as
they get older, or why some siblings who were distant in the past become closer as they get
older. This is most likely due to how a person’s relationship with their siblings is a culmination
of every moment and experience they have ever shared with their siblings, as well as personality
traits, and a single moment, like a fight or a bonding experience, can help alter the course of the
relationship and the closeness between siblings. Nevertheless, although this can seem cynical to
close siblings to argue that their closeness with their siblings could change and become less
close, it offers a positive outlook to those individuals who have less close relationships with their
siblings and who want that to change. It also offers hope that their lack of a close relationship
can change, although this research did not look at specific reasons how that can happen besides
natural maturing and progressions that coincide with age.
Each participant also agreed that the sibling relationship is a unique and important
relationship in several different ways, suggesting that the sibling relationship is valued more
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highly by the participants than other types of relationships. Each participant also expressed
something different about why they think the sibling relationship is unique, suggesting that
different people value and understand the importance of having siblings in different ways. People
who have had negative experiences with friendships that lose their trust might value having
siblings that can always be trusted. People who have experienced hardship in their life or
difficult circumstances and who might have relied heavily on their siblings for support may find
that siblings are important because they are always there, always present and will always be
caring and supportive. Regardless of how or why people find importance or why they think the
sibling relationship is unique, it is clear that siblings offer something to people, including
support, love, trust, truth, caring, and many others, that they might not be able to find in other
types of relationships, adding to the significant experience of having siblings and being a sibling.
Limitations and Directions for Future Study
There were several limitations to the study. First, the research was conducted using only
female participants because of the researcher’s limited access to the participants. Because the
study only included the female perspective, this study should be replicated not only with all male
participants, but also with a mixture of both genders to compare male versus female experiences
within the sibling relationship. Another limitation was the limited amount of people interviewed
for this study. Although six participants can give some insight into a topic, more participants,
between 10-20, can give the researcher more insight into the topic. To get a more in-depth view
of the sibling relationship, this research on sibling relationships should be replicated to include
the voices and experiences of a larger population of participants. A third limitation is that this
research focused on only one view of a certain family’s sibling dynamic. This study focused only
on the youngest sibling’s perspective of their relationship with their older siblings. To gain a
deeper insight into the complexity of the sibling relationship and its variations within specific
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families, future research and interviews should be conducted with each sibling in the family to
understand all of the dynamics within the siblings in a specific family. A fourth limitation was,
although the study showed that sibling closeness can change over time, this study did not allow
for specific explanation as to why some siblings get closer and some siblings become more
distant as they get older. Future studies should examine what specific moments or types of
experiences can change the trajectories of how close or not close siblings are. A fifth limitation
was that this research focused only on biological families (although one participants oldest
brother was adopted, whereas she and her sister were biologically related to her parents) and the
sibling relationships formed by a biological connection. Because the traditional form of family is
changing rapidly as approximately half of marriages end in divorce and many divorcees remarry
and form new families, future studies should focus on families formed through remarriage and
how stepsiblings negotiate the changing dynamics of their new stepfamily and their new
stepsiblings. This future research should focus on multiple perspectives on the family in different
moments of time, from the moment that the entire family moves in together and begins
functioning as a family and several years later when the families have adapted to each other.
Conclusion
The sibling relationship is an ongoing relationship that will continue to change over the
course of the siblings’ lives. It is also an incredibly unique relationship that may people
experience and continue to experience over the course of their life. Siblings within different
families experience differences compared to other families, but often these experiences coincide
or are similar to others’ experiences as siblings. Examining college-aged youngest sibling
experiences offers a unique perspective because, although a youngest siblings’ older siblings
have already been changing and moving into different stages of their lives, this period of
attending college is the youngest siblings’ first experience with moving into a new stage of their
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life. Examining the youngest siblings’ changing life experiences combined with the different life
stages that their older siblings are possibly experiencing gives a unique perspective on this
specific period within the youngest sibling’s life.
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